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Introduction: the big event 

Think of a big event that you had to prepare for.  What was the event?  What preparations did 
you have to make?  Were you ready in time? 

How many of you thought about a wedding? It’s a big day. I haven’t counted the number of 
weddings I have conducted, but it must be over 200. And they’re all special, and I know that a lot 
of preparation has gone into each one.  And with that, there’s been a lot of stress.  Things can go 
wrong, but here at St Michael’s we do our very best to make sure every wedding goes smoothly.  
And, most important of all, we run marriage preparation evenings to help couples make a success 
of their marriage as well as their wedding. 

The parable of the 10 bridesmaids 

The wedding that Jesus talked about in today’s gospel reading didn’t go so well – at least, not for 
5 of the bridesmaids.  We need to understand a bit about the context. In Jesus’ day, as in many 
cultures today, weddings took place in the evening, even late at night.  There was no living 
together before marriage. On the wedding day, the bridegroom would come to the bride’s 
parents house to collect his bride and escort her to his own house where the vows would be said 
and there would be feasting most of the night, with celebrations continuing for several days.  
People didn’t have such a precise sense of time, and no one had a watch to check what time it 
was.  So there could be quite a bit of waiting around for things to get started.  And so the 10 
bridesmaids in Jesus’ story were sitting around waiting for the bridegroom to appear.  As it was 
dark, they all had lamps, or perhaps more likely, flaming torches fuelled with light olive oil, which 
they were to carry in the procession through the night to the bridegroom’s house. And for one 
reason or another, the bridegroom was very delayed that evening and the girls all nodded off.  

Suddenly there’s shouting – “the bridegroom’s coming!” and the 10 girls are all rudely awakened. 
5 of them see that their torches are going out, and they haven’t brought any spare oil. The other 
5 have, but they can see there’s not enough to keep all 10 torches going. So the first 5 
bridesmaids have to go and knock up the shopkeeper and get him to sell them some oil for their 
torches, and by the time they get back, they’ve missed the procession to the bridegroom’s house 
and the party is already in full swing inside. The door is shut and they are all excluded from the 
party. For these 5 girls, the evening has ended in disaster.  All because they didn’t make sure they 
had enough oil for their torches. 

Preparing for Jesus’ return 

So why did Jesus tell this parable, and what does it mean?  To answer that, we need to look at 
the context.  In the previous chapter of Matthew’s gospel we hear Jesus prophesying about 
future events, in particular the future destruction of Jerusalem, the persecution of the church 
and his Second Coming to judge the world. His key message is, you can’t know when this is going 
to happen, but what we can do is: Be Prepared! And then in chapter 25 there are 3 parables, 
which we are going to think about over the next 3 weeks, and they’re all about being prepared 
for his Second Coming. 

By the time Matthew was writing his gospel, Christians were beginning to wonder when Jesus 
would come back.  They’d seen, or heard about, the destruction of the Temple and the rest of 



Jerusalem in AD 70 by the Roman general Titus. And they were asking when Jesus would return 
to judge the world.  Nearly 2000 years later, we are still waiting.  Just as the bridegroom in the 
parable was delayed, so Jesus’ Second Coming seems delayed.   

In talking about his Second Coming, Jesus was building on a well-known theme amongst the Jews 
of his day.  Life might be tough for them now, but they believed that one day God would send the 
Messiah, who would judge the world and usher in a new age where God’s people would feast for 
ever with him.  Jesus added his own touch – this feast was going to be a wedding feast, and he 
was the bridegroom. If you check Matthew 9:15 you will see that Jesus refers to himself as the 
bridegroom, and then in chapter 22:1-14 we find the parable of the wedding feast for the king’s 
son, which further fits our theme [yes, the King is God and his son is Jesus].   

The one great certainty 

You may think all this is a bit academic, and after 2000 years you’re not holding your breath in 
case Jesus comes back tomorrow.  But one thing we can all be quite sure of:  one day each of us 
is going to meet our Maker.  And perhaps today of all days, Remembrance Sunday, we should be 
mindful of this. It’s not just soldiers fighting in far-off wars who die unexpectedly.  In last night’s 
Royal British Legion Festival of Remembrance on BBC1 there was a feature on the London Bridge 
terrorist attack.  Life is fragile. An accident or sudden illness could happen to any of us any day.  
I’ve talked before about the road accident I had at the age of 18, when I was knocked off my bike 
by a hit-and-run driver in a 50 mph zone.  Ever since that day I’ve realised how important it is to 
be ready to go and be with the Lord.   

Let me ask you who here has a car insurance policy?  Of course, if you drive a car you are legally 
obliged to be insured.  Who has house insurance?  That may not be legally necessary.  But you’ve 
taken sensible precautions just in case you get burgled or have a water leak. These things may 
never happen.  But one thing certainly will, sooner or later – we are all going to die.  How 
prepared are you for this? 

In the parable of the 10 bridesmaids, 5 were described as foolish, and 5 as wise. (Jesus uses this 
simple device to encourage us to think, which ones are we most like?1) They were all going to 
play an important part in a wedding, and they didn’t know when the bridegroom would arrive.  
There was no excuse not to have enough oil so that their torches would last the night. The 5 
foolish girls managed to find some when they had to – so why didn’t they take the trouble 
beforehand to make sure they were ready for the big event? We all know that we are going to 
die.  Living in denial isn’t going to stop it happening. If we’re ready to meet our Maker, we can 
look forward with joy to feasting with him and all the saints for eternity. Jesus’ death and 
resurrection have opened the way to eternal life for all of us. The feast has been prepared. All we 
need to do is to get ourselves ready to join in.   

So let me ask you, are you ready to die? If you haven’t faced up to this already, today would be a 
good day to start. As we come to the altar this morning, Jesus invites us to share a foretaste of 
that great banquet which he has prepared for us by his death on the cross.  He has cleared the 
way for us by dying on the Cross to forgive us for everything we have done wrong and for failing 
to do the good things we should have done.  At Communion, he invites us to join his feast. 

Let me set you a little exercise.  Suppose you were told that one month from today you would 
die.  What would you want to do over that month? Forget about that “bucket list” of places you’d 
like to visit or experiences you’ve always wanted to have, and think about the important things:  
are there people you need to forgive, or who you need to ask to forgive you?  Is there a besetting 
sin in your life that you’ve been too stubborn to repent of?  Would you like to have a closer 
relationship with your heavenly Father? What would you need to do to enable that to happen? 
Don’t put these things off to another time. Attend to them today. Then you’ll be ready and 
prepared, humble and trusting, when Jesus comes to take you to himself. 

                                                           
1 Compare Jesus’ parable of the wise and foolish housebuilders in Matthew 7:24-27 


